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State public health labs 
closed before outbreak 


BY HANNAH WILEY 
hwiley@sacbee.com 


Gov. Gavin Newsom has 
called for “targeted testing” of 
the new coronavirus, arguing a 
strategic approach will help 
public health officials find hot 
spots and determine how and 
where the pandemic is spread- 


But in the two decades lead- 
ing up to the COVID-19 out- 
break, 11 of California’s public 
health labs designed for the 
focused testing Newsom wants 
closed their doors. 

California now relies on 29 
county and city public health 
labs, along with the California 
State Laboratory in Richmond, 
to serve 40 million people. 
ing. It’s around “the same number 


million.” 


we had in 1950,” said Kat De- 
Burgh, executive director of the 
Health Officers Association of 
California, “when the popula- 
tion was a little more than 10 


Public health laboratories 
don’t have the resources to run 
thousands of tests a day — like 
the privately run labs recently 
brought on line for coronavirus 
testing — but they have ex- 


outbreaks. 


of Epidemiology. 


pertise for close surveillance 
and testing of potential disease 


That kind of information 
could have provided the New- 
som administration with a fuller 
picture of where coronavirus 
clusters would emerge, said 
Rick Greenwood, adjunct pro- 
fessor at the UCLA Department 


“Doing 10,000 tests at some 


place with people who drive 
through who may not even be 
sick doesn’t help as much as 
doing 20 samples when people 
are out in the field looking at 
clusters, interviewing people,” 
Greenwood said. “It’s the same 
test, but different in the sense of 
where the data goes.” 

Public health funding, howev- 
er, has largely stalled since the 
Great Recession, and many 
local jurisdictions don’t have 
the dollars needed to maintain 
laboratory equipment and high- 
ly trained staff. 

They’ve shuttered their labs, 
partnered with their neigh- 
boring counties and have 
learned, until COVID-19, to 
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Coronavirus 
cases in 
California 
ICUs double 
overnight 


BY SOPHIA BOLLAG 
sbollag@sacbee.com 


The number of coronavirus patients 
in California intensive care units 
doubled overnight and manufacturers 
are stepping up to build equipment 
like ventilators to fill hospital short- 
ages, Gov. Gavin Newsom said on 
Saturday. 

He spoke from a Bloom Energy 
facility in Sunnyvale retrofitted to 
refurbish ventilators unusable after 
sitting idle for years in government 
stockpiles. Days before, the company 
had used the room for storage. 

As Newsom talked, employees 
behind him wearing white coats and 
masks repaired machines. 

Newsom said the state needs 
10,000 ventilators quickly to treat a 
surge in COVID-19 patients who need 
assistance breathing. He said the state 
has identified 4,250 machines and is 
working to find more. 

Overnight, the number of people in 
California intensive care units jumped 
from 200 to 410, Newsom said. 

Manufacturing has to happen with a 
“sense of urgency” on a “Silicon Val- 
ley timeline,” he said at the Santa 
Clara County facility. 

Newsom said 350 manufacturers 
have told him they want to convert 
their facilities, as Bloom Energy has, 
to start making needed equipment 
and supplies, from testing swabs to 
hand sanitizer. 

“This is what we should be doing,” 
Bloom Energy CEO KR Sridhar said. 
“We are in this together.” 

Sridhar’s company started with 
hundreds of ventilators California’s 
Department of Public Health had kept 
in storage. Now, it’s working on 150 
broken ventilators federal officials 
sent to Los Angeles. 

On “Monday, they’!l have those 
ventilators back to Los Angeles, all 
fixed,” Newsom said. 

In total, local officials in Los An- 
geles have received 170 ventilators 
from the national stockpile. Federal 
officials have not yet fulfilled a sep- 
arate request from California state 
government for more ventilators. 

Sridhar knew “nothing about venti- 
lators” just a few days ago, Newsom 
said. Now, California is relying on his 
company to fix them. 

On Friday afternoon, California’s 
coronavirus death toll reached 101, 
according to the Department of Pub- 
lic Health. More than 4,600 people 
have tested positive, including 73 
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Californians mostly staying at 


home, cellphone d 


ata shows 


JASON PIERCE jpierce@sacbee.com 


People ride bikes along an empty riverfront in downtown Napa on Saturday. Napa County saw a 74% reduction in average 
distance traveled, according to a study of smartphone data. 


BY RYAN SABALOW AND PHILLIP REESE 
rsabalow@sacbee.com 


idtown Sacramento is a ghost 
town. Not one blanket on 
Venice Beach. The chairlifts 
at Squaw Valley aren’t mov- 
ing. A single car crosses the Bay Bridge. 

The scenes, captured by web cameras 
and newspaper photographers’ lenses, 
highlight Californians’ incredible efforts 
to isolate themselves in response to 
local and state orders to stay home to 
slow the spread of COVID-19. 

Now, for the first time, Californians 
know just how well they’re doing. 

New York technology company 
Unacast last week launched a Social 
Distancing Scoreboard that compares 
how much people in each county in the 
United States traveled each day before 
and after the coronavirus outbreak. The 
scorecard is built off smartphone data 
that covers about 5% to 15% of people 
in each county in the United States. 

Overall, California received high 
marks for reducing movement. Unacast 
data shows Californians reduced their 
average distance traveled by a whop- 
ping 48% from late February to March 
22. 

But the data shows wide variation 
between the state’s counties, with some 
barely reducing travel — if at all — and 
others reducing travel by more than 
70%. 


State deaths pass 100 

As of Saturday, 102 Californians had died 
of COVID-19 complications as the number 
of coronavirus cases in state neared 5,000: 
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Source: County and state public health departments 


COUNTY NUMBERS 
Sacramento: 

164 confirmed cases, 

6 deaths 

Placer: 44 cases, 1 death 
Yolo: 16 cases, 1 death 
EI Dorado: 12 cases 


DEATH TOLL 
L.A. County: 32 
Santa Clara: 21 


McClatchy 


A Sacramento Bee review of Unacast 
data and demographic figures shows 
that Californians in poor, rural areas are 
far less likely to have stayed put than 
those in wealthier, urban counties in 
response to calls to stay home and slow 
the spread of COVID-19. 

Unacast data also shows that some 
regions heavily dependent on tourism — 
an industry not deemed an “essential 
service” — have effectively stopped 


most travel. 

Topping the list of California counties 
where movement had slowed the most 
were Napa County, renowned for its 
wineries, and Mono County, isolated in 
the eastern Sierra and home to the 
Mammoth Mountain ski resort. Napa 
saw a 74% reduction in average dis- 
tance traveled; Mono 66. 

“There’s nobody out and about,” said 
Mono County Sheriff Ingrid Braun. 
“You can see it. Just driving through the 
town of Mammoth Lakes, a lot of our 
businesses have closed, just because 
there’s no tourists here.” 

There are 8,132 people in Mammoth 
Lakes. Six coronavirus cases were 
reported last week in Mono County, 
and local officials have been urging 
visitors to stay away to prevent infected 
people from overwhelming their small 
hospital. 

Among heavily populated counties, 
people in Los Angeles, San Diego, 
Orange, Santa Clara and Alameda 
counties all cut their average travel 
distance by at least 50% from late Feb- 
ruary to March 22. People in San Ber- 
nardino County, which has more land 
mass than any other county in the Unit- 
ed States, lagged behind, reducing trav- 
el distance by 26%. 

People in Sacramento County cut 
average travel distance by 42%, while 
people in Placer County and El Dorado 
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